Rabies on the Indian subcontinent.
The Indian subcontinent comprises Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, the Maldives, Myanmar, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. In all of these countries, except the Maldives, rabies is endemic. An estimated 59,000 people die from rabies each year; 45% of these deaths occur on the Indian subcontinent and approximately 33% take place in India. The majority of these deaths are attributable to dog bites, and those most affected are children and the poor. Access to post-exposure prophylaxis is limited and costly, the supply of immunoglobulins and vaccines can be irregular and public awareness of rabies is low. Moreover, the vaccination of domestic dogs is not widely implemented. There is a need for increased laboratory capacity and expertise across the continent, as well as better data, improved surveillance and more user-friendly and economical diagnostic tests. An animal birth control programme has met with mixed success in India. However, a greater focus on mass dog vaccination could eliminate the disease at its source, reducing the large burden of mortality for at-risk communities. In this paper, the authors examine the situation in each of the countries on the Indian subcontinent, discuss current needs, obstacles and progress, and examine future strategies, with the objective of eliminating dog-mediated rabies from the subcontinent by 2030.